Grand Valley State University

ScholarWorks@GVSU
Books and Contributions to Books

University Libraries

2021

How Research Consultants Can Encourage Student Intellectual
Development
Jennifer Torreano
Grand Valley State University, torreaje@gvsu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_books
Part of the Higher Education Commons, and the Library and Information Science Commons

ScholarWorks Citation
Torreano, Jennifer, "How Research Consultants Can Encourage Student Intellectual Development" (2021).
Books and Contributions to Books. 29.
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_books/29

This Contribution to Book is brought to you for free and open access by the University Libraries at
ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Books and Contributions to Books by an authorized
administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Chapter 2

HOW RESEARCH
CONSULTANTS
CAN ENCOURAGE
STUDENT
INTELLECTUAL
DEVELOPMENT
Jennifer Torreano
INTRODUCTION
Students frequently enter research consultations expecting to find information that
supports what they believe, only to find information that contradicts or complicates
their understanding. Experiencing this kind of psychological discomfort, called cognitive
dissonance, is an essential part of intellectual development in college students. Cognitive
dissonance is the catalyst that prompts students to move along the spectrum from believing there is one right answer to a research question to eventually weighing contradictory
ideas with evidence.1 However, cognitive dissonance can also result in confirmation bias2
and retreating to earlier ways of understanding under some conditions.3 Worse yet, some
students experience library anxiety, a form of shame that inhibits learning, instead of
cognitive dissonance in these situations.4 How can research consultants effectively support
students who struggle to reconcile information that contradicts their current worldviews?
11
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Because of their peer relationship with students and the conversational nature of their
work, research consultants are in a unique position to create environments that encourage student intellectual development. This chapter takes an interdisciplinary approach
in exploring research on intellectual development, library anxiety, and cognitive dissonance in order to describe strategies for creating developmentally supportive research
consultations.

PERRY’S THEORY OF INTELLECTUAL
AND ETHICAL DEVELOPMENT
Originally published in 1970, William Perry’s theory of intellectual and ethical development,
commonly referred to as the Perry scheme, describes how college students grow in their
understanding of the nature of knowledge. The scheme was developed by analyzing data
from a longitudinal study involving interviews of Harvard College students in the 1960s.
Interviews revealed patterns in the ways that students characterized their interpretations
of the world, following a similar trajectory during their time in college.5 There are nine
developmental positions identified by Perry’s scheme which fit into four overarching categories: Dualism, Multiplicity, Relativism, and Commitment in Relativism.6 Broadly, students
develop more complex understandings of knowledge as they progress through the scheme.
In Dualism, students see the world in binary: good versus bad, right versus wrong. There
is always one answer to a given question, and Authority is absolute.7 As students’ progress within Dualism, they begin to see that several opinions may exist on a given topic,
but the variance is rationalized as others being misinformed or as strategic confusion by
Authorities so students learn to overcome such obstacles to find the “correct” answer.
Students in Dualism are often frustrated by their courses, perceiving their professors as
falsely complicating questions and refusing to give them the right answers.8
Students next move into Multiplicity, a series of developmental positions that recognize
the existence of uncertainty. However, all uncertainty is considered temporary, as information not yet known. Students in Late Multiplicity can go in two directions: believing
all opinions are equally valid or learning to use relativistic thinking in order to please
Authority figures.9
Students begin to see that some interpretations have more value than others in Relativism. Authority with a capital “A” becomes authority: a status contextually conferred on
those with expertise on a given topic. Students in Relativism begin demonstrating source
evaluation skills, weighing various opinions and interpretations with evidence in context
to determine their own beliefs.10
The final developmental sequence in Perry’s theory involves making Commitments to
their own beliefs and identity within a relativistic view of the world. Students tentatively
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decide what they believe, live through the consequences, and begin to commit more
confidently in other aspects of their lives.11
Though Perry’s theory outlines developmental positions that describe students’ current
knowledge paradigms, his findings emphasize the importance of movement: “Perhaps
development is all transition and ‘stages’ only resting points along the way.”12 Students
develop through cognitive dissonance: as their understandings of the nature of knowledge
and authority are challenged, students are compelled to modify their worldview to make
sense of the new information.
During interviews, students acknowledged the innate urge to progress toward more
complex knowledge paradigms.13 Growth comes with difficulties for students, however,
including questions about the world and their place in it, uncertainty about the accuracy
of their own perceptions, and a possible new distance between students and their hometown communities if the beliefs they grew up with have been challenged. Sometimes
the implications for students’ identities cause them to pause in development, become
detached from their learning, or even retreat to earlier dualistic positions, which Perry
calls “alternatives to growth.”14
Understanding how students view the nature of knowledge throughout their development
in college is essential for teaching information literacy: If we reach too far beyond where
they currently are, they will not hear us. Many of the frames described in the Framework
for Information Literacy in Higher Education15 require Multiplicity or Relativism to understand. Teaching research consultants to pay special attention to conversations involving
these frames can make the difference between students beginning to see the world in a
new way and feeling alienated.

THRESHOLD CONCEPTS AND THE
FRAMEWORK
The Framework uses threshold concepts, which are based partially on Perry’s theory
(Perkins, 2008). Threshold concepts are ideas that, when grasped, help learners understand disciplines in a new way.16 Meyer and Land derived the notion of threshold concepts
from interviews with educators in various disciplines about the ideas that change students’
understanding of those disciplines.17 As Parker Palmer notes, “Every discipline has a
gestalt, an internal logic, a patterned way of relating to the great thing at its core. […]
Every academic discipline has such ‘grains of sand’ through which the world can be seen.”18
Meyer and Land found that these irreversible paradigm shifts also change the conversations that students participate in and the language they use, bringing students closer to
seeing themselves as participants in scholarly communities.19 In short, threshold concepts
teach students to think like scholars.
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Threshold concepts can be difficult to grasp, sometimes causing students to get stuck in
a transitional state called liminality. Meyer, Land, and Smith explain:
Insights gained by learners as they cross thresholds can be exhilarating but might also be unsettling, requiring an uncomfortable shift in
identity. Paradoxically this may be experienced as a sense of loss as an
earlier, more secure stance of familiar knowing has to be abandoned as
new and unfamiliar knowledge is encountered.20

This tendency toward growth combined with fears of changing identity mirrors Perry’s
theory of intellectual development. Like Perry, researchers studying threshold concepts
have found that students sometimes find temporary alternatives to growth—including
long pauses in a current paradigm—and retreat to earlier ways of understanding.21
The Framework identifies six threshold concepts for information literacy: authority is
constructed and contextual, information creation as a process, information has value,
research as inquiry, scholarship as conversation, and searching as strategic exploration.22
Two of these concepts, scholarship as conversation and authority is constructed and contextual, require advanced knowledge paradigms to fully grasp.
The threshold concept of scholarship as conversation is an understanding that all research
and learning is an ongoing building and renegotiation of knowledge. This frame also recognizes disagreement: “Instead of seeking discrete answers to complex problems, experts
understand that a given issue may be characterized by several competing perspectives as
part of an ongoing conversation in which information users and creators come together
and negotiate meaning.”23 The Framework describes students who understand the concept
of scholarship as conversation as being disposed to understand the continually evolving
nature of discourse and having the ability to place a particular conversation within a larger
disciplinary context when determining a work’s value.24 These skills are only possible with
advanced knowledge paradigms, the latter requiring Relativism.
The frame of authority is constructed and contextual also requires advanced developmental positions within Perry’s scheme. The Framework describes this threshold concept as:
Information resources reflect their creators’ expertise and credibility,
and are evaluated based on the information need and the context in
which the information will be used. Authority is constructed in that
various communities may recognize different types of authority. It is
contextual in that the information need may help to determine the level
of authority required.25

The Framework describes students who understand authority is constructed and contextual as having many dispositions including the urge to question authority and consider a
wide range of views regardless of their place in the academic canon.26 These dispositions
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represent an advanced understanding of the nature of knowledge and authority which
require at least Multiplicity and often Relativism.
The complexity of the threshold concepts described in the Framework require advanced
knowledge paradigms, but simply challenging student beliefs is not enough. Students’
emotions and self-perceptions can impact their ability to explore seeing the world in new
ways. If students experience library anxiety during research consultations, learning will
be impeded.

LIBRARY ANXIETY
One of the most common forms of academic anxiety, library anxiety is estimated to
impact 75-85% of undergraduate students.27 Library anxiety has a number of characteristics, described by Mellon: “1. Students generally feel that their own library-use skills are
inadequate while the skills of other students are adequate. 2. The inadequacy is shameful and should be hidden. 3. The inadequacy would be revealed by asking questions.”28
Onwuegbuzie and Jiao found that low self-efficacy is a hallmark trait of library anxiety,
leading to procrastination, which is predictive of low performance in research courses.29
Both Mellon and McAfee have categorized library anxiety as an experience of shame.30
All of the emotions associated with library anxiety are emotions experienced in shame,
which can have a paralyzing effect that blocks student learning.31 Mellon’s study concluded
that students experiencing library anxiety frequently believe that their peers understand
research processes, and that asking questions of librarians would reveal their own ignorance. Students fearing exposure makes the reaction of library employees, including
research consultants, particularly important: “Staff can unknowingly respond to shame
with shame by showing confusion, disapproval, indifference, irritation, or disrespect. […]
Library anxiety cannot exist without library staff being the imagined ‘other’ of the negative evaluation.”32 How libraries respond to students experiencing library anxiety impacts
student success. To understand how research consultants can reduce library anxiety, we
must first understand shame.

SHAME
Shame is the core of library anxiety. A social emotion, shame is connected to fears of
abandonment and ostracism. Brown explains that shame is commonly conflated with
guilt, though the two emotions are different:
The vast majority of shame researchers agree that the difference
between shame and guilt is best understood as the difference between
“I am bad” (shame) and “I did something bad” (guilt). Shame is about
who we are and guilt is about behaviors.33
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Fearing exposure of their flaws, people experiencing shame react in a variety of predictable
ways to protect themselves.

Responses to Shame
Because connection to others is essential for survival, shame is processed in the limbic
system which reacts with fight, flight, or freeze.34 Shame bypasses the neocortex, which
is responsible for reasoning and learning, and causes feelings of anger, the urge to run
away, or even temporary paralysis. The cognition required to recognize safety and think
through the problem at hand is not possible when a person feels shame. As a result, Brown
found that people often react to unexpected shaming events without understanding the
reason for their own response.35
Students experiencing or anticipating shame/library anxiety in research consultations
may try to protect themselves in the following ways:
• evading by procrastinating, remaining silent, and avoiding topics with which they
struggle.
• flattery toward the consultant.
• anger at the assignment, professor, or even the consultant.
Concealing shame is instinctual. Discussing it would necessitate revealing the perceived
flaws at the root of the shame experience and acknowledging the belief that such flaws
make an individual unworthy of connection with others.36 Instead, people pretend the
behaviors or characteristics that they are ashamed of do not exist and use defense mechanisms to deflect when they feel exposed.37 Students keep their shame a secret, believing
that doing so protects them from disconnection, when in reality the secrets isolate the
people keeping them.38

Impact of Shame in Education
Shame is commonly experienced by students. Starting at a young age, shaming events
become common in school: 80% of the participants interviewed in one study by Brown
saw themselves and their learning abilities differently after experiencing shame in
elementary and middle school.39 Because people instinctually hide their shame, it may
manifest as other problems. Shame may be the culprit when students seem exhausted
and disengaged, when they quickly become overwhelmed in class, or when they seem
scattered and disorganized.40 In conversation, students may seem defensive, uncertain,
angry, or distant.41 Johnson’s study concluded that students who are shame-prone attribute poor grades and difficulty learning new concepts to a lack of ability, rather than
study strategies or learning environments, making the students less resilient and less
likely to persist.42
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Shame does not only impact students’ emotions; it also impedes cognition. Walker notes
that because shame attacks the sense of self, students “revert to concerns at the lowest
levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs; there is no luxury of being able to learn in such a
state.”43 In this self-protective mode, students turn inward and become incapable of learning and connecting with others.44 Any changes become impossible because students are
focused on self-preservation.45
Learning environments frequently exacerbate shame by making students feel isolated.
Because asking questions would reveal ignorance, students often hide their confusion
from professors and classmates:
Social-community pressure to appear learned has become more important than actually learning. When we spend our time and energy building
and protecting our image of ‘knowing,’ it is highly unlikely that we will
risk admitting we don’t understand or asking questions—both of which
are essential to real knowledge building.”46

Shame isolates individuals and then builds upon itself: Students who perform poorly in
class because they don’t ask questions feel even more shame, blaming their own abilities
rather than the learning environment or their study strategies. This low self-efficacy creates
the sense that they do not belong.47
A sense of community is necessary for moving onto more advanced knowledge paradigms.
Learning requires vulnerability: What often prompts students to reach out to new ways of
understanding is the sense that other students are growing alongside them.48 Feelings of
community and belonging create an environment of safety, where taking risks is understood to be part of the college experience.49 Shame gets in the way of this growth, isolating
students from their learning communities and hindering cognition.

Overcoming Shame
Though shame cannot be completely avoided, people can overcome shame and become
more resilient to shaming experiences. Brown’s 2006 study concluded that people with
shame resilience have four important characteristics: the capacity to be vulnerable and to
respect the vulnerability of others; relationship-building skills; an awareness of cultural
shame triggers and the ways in which societal expectations can be unrealistic; and the
ability to talk about shame with others, which requires emotional awareness and vocabulary. “Speaking shame,” as Brown calls it, is particularly useful in research consultations
because discussing shame feelings with others curtails isolation and builds community.50 Discussing academic struggles or fears of failure, a common feature in research
consultations, diminishes shame and begins to build the sense of belonging necessary
for development.
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COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
Shame impedes development, but a related phenomenon called cognitive dissonance can
encourage intellectual growth. In 1957, Leon Festinger completed a series of research
studies that led to the theory of cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is the psychological discomfort caused by inconsistencies, and it is often induced by exposure to new
information or conversation with others who hold differing opinions.51 A catalyst for
growth in Perry’s theory of intellectual and ethical development, cognitive dissonance
prompts students to reconcile the discrepancies between their current worldview and the
new knowledge paradigms with which they are confronted in college.52
Cognitive dissonance is similar to guilt, an emotion that occurs when a person’s actions
or beliefs are at odds with their perception of themselves.53 Two people experiencing the
same event may feel two different emotions, one cognitive dissonance/guilt and the other
shame, depending on how they attribute the cause of the event, the amount of safety they
feel in being vulnerable, and whether the experience reflects their own perceived weaknesses.54 When confronted with a new idea at odds with their current understanding in a
classroom, one student may have the sense that everyone in the class is growing together
and that learning to see things differently is part of the process (cognitive dissonance)
while another may see the new information as a criticism of their current understanding
or values (shame). Researchers have found that cognitive dissonance and guilt prompt
self-reflection, while shame has the opposite effect, making people less likely to reflect on
their beliefs or actions.55 Cognitive dissonance is helpful; shame is not.

Causes of Cognitive Dissonance
Festinger’s research studies concluded that exposure to different perspectives or new
information can cause cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance frequently occurs in
conversations between people who share differing opinions. Because beliefs and behavior
are central to identity, topics that are central to a person’s self-concept will create more
dissonance than topics a person cares less about.56 For example, if a student believes
authority figures have the right answers but disagrees with a professor’s interpretation of a
topic, the student will experience cognitive dissonance. The dissonance will be magnified
if the topic is important to the student. Cognitive dissonance also occurs when people
are presented with contradictory information, especially by two perceived authorities.57
In disagreements with others, Festinger found that two factors affect the magnitude of
dissonance a person experiences. The first is whether contradictory information is visible
to the individual in real life; if so, the amount of dissonance will increase.58 For example, a
student may initially believe that the money earned from a minimum wage job could cover
students’ tuition. That student would experience an increase in dissonance by watching
friends in this circumstance struggle financially or by failing to earn enough to pay their
own tuition. The second factor is the number of people who agree or disagree and how
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much their perspectives are valued by the person experiencing the dissonance.59 This
factor explains a common occurrence in research consultations: A student who sees their
home community as an authority experiences cognitive dissonance when the views of that
community are revealed to be at odds with an academic community, another perceived
authority.
Festinger’s studies also revealed that the complexity of opinions can impact dissonance,
with dichotomous stances leading to more dissonance: “If one person says ‘black’ and
another says ‘white,’ the disagreement, and the dissonance in the cognition of each, will be
greater than if the disagreement is between ‘black’ and ‘dark gray.’”60 As students develop a
more complex understanding of the nature of knowledge and authority, they move away
from the “black and white” view of dualism and see these “shades of gray.”61 With increased
cognitive development comes less cognitive dissonance, or a higher tolerance for it.62

Dissonance Reduction
Festinger’s study concluded that people instinctively try to resolve cognitive dissonance
when it occurs. Typically, enough dissonance creates a tipping point that causes the person
to change their mind, but they may first try to change their environment or add additional
information to outweigh the uncomfortable information.63
Festinger identified many barriers to dissonance reduction, one of which is particularly
relevant for research consultations: social ramifications. When a community shares a
worldview, an individual would need to find a new community to support their new
beliefs if they were to change.64
The entanglement of beliefs presents additional complications. Beliefs are rarely isolated:
they are linked to other beliefs which may be increasingly tied to a person’s identity and
view of the world. In the example of the person who believes that a minimum wage job
can pay for tuition, reconsidering that view may threaten the person’s understanding of
capitalism, wealth inequality, and America as a meritocracy. Changing one belief creates
a domino effect of cognitive dissonance that can feel overwhelming.
Because cognitive dissonance is so uncomfortable, people often avoid it with confirmation
bias, seeking out information that reflects their current understanding. Confirmation bias
allows a person to minimize cognitive dissonance by mentally changing the nature of the
information or the credibility of its source before the information causes psychological
discomfort.65 Interestingly, even this distorted information is stored in the brain as fact.
The more the information is called upon, the more the person relies on it, making the
belief more central to their worldview and identity.66
Cognitive dissonance is necessary to evolve, despite the discomfort. As students’ beliefs
are challenged, they see that new ways of thinking are possible. With time and a sense
of safety, students feel brave enough to try on more complex ways of understanding
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the nature of knowledge. In conversations that feel exploratory and free from evaluation, students are more likely to consider competing perspectives and test the idea
that knowledge is socially constructed—a live, ongoing conversation that evolves as
more people contribute. Research consultations are the perfect environment for this
exploration.

PEER LEARNING
Students are able to have more exploratory conversations with peer consultants because
they are not authority figures. Peer consultants are simply there to help, and students are
far more likely to ask questions that they fear are “stupid” and try on new ideas when
speaking with peer consultants versus their professors, whose work includes judging
student competence. In these peer conversations, students are more likely to actively
engage and leave with a sense of relief and confidence.67

Community
Peer learning conversations provide a sense of connection that is critical to learning. As
Parker Palmer notes:
Learning demands community—a dialogical exchange in which our ignorance can be aired, our ideas tested, our biases challenged, and our
knowledge expended, an exchange in which we are not simply left alone
to think our thoughts.68

The common thread in literature about intellectual development, library anxiety, shame,
and cognitive dissonance is the importance of community for growing and learning.
Community support is essential for cognitive development,69 working through shame70
and library anxiety,71 and experiencing cognitive dissonance as a catalyst for growth.72
Though research consultations cannot serve as a replacement for a supportive community of friends and family, these conversations can provide a sense of connection and
belonging to college students being asked to rapidly develop their understanding of the
nature of the world.
The natural exploration that takes place in research consultations encourages students’
intellectual development. Kenneth Bruffee identifies the major goal of peer learning to
be helping students understand the nature of knowledge, authority, and scholarship
within academic communities. Peer consultants are able to help students learn “normal
discourse”—the way people think and talk within a community—by providing a space to
try, fail, and learn together in conversation. When students learn the normal discourse
central to a community, they are able to join that community and contribute to its perpetually evolving conversation.73 This outcome reflects Relativism within Perry’s scheme—the
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ability to interpret and evaluate arguments in context—and the threshold concepts of
scholarship as conversation and authority is constructed and contextual in the Framework.

Vulnerability
Research in education,74 library science,75 and psychology76 identifies vulnerability as being
essential for learning. Vulnerability cultivates creativity and the ability to learn from feedback, and sharing it with others diminishes feelings of shame.77
Peer learning consultations provide an opportunity to practice vulnerability in a space
free from evaluation. Baxter Magolda found that students are often reluctant to admit
their confusion to their professors, staying quiet in class rather than asking questions.78
However, during peer consultations, students frequently exercise more vulnerability
because they are working alongside a non-expert who is not assessing their work.79

Empathy
To create a space that encourages vulnerability, peer consultants must exercise empathy.
Wiseman defines empathy as: “(1) to be able to see the world as others see it; (2) to be
nonjudgmental; (3) to understand another person’s feelings; and (4) to communicate
your understanding of that person’s feelings.”80 Empathy is a skill that can be learned, not
an innate characteristic. Though displaying empathy can be difficult, Brown’s 2006 study
has determined that simply acknowledging and validating another person’s feelings can
relieve the other person’s sense of shame.81 Peer consultants can do this through sharing
their own vulnerabilities when appropriate or simply listening without judgment.82

DEVELOPMENTALLY SUPPORTIVE
RESEARCH CONSULTATIONS
Several themes are present in the research on supportive learning environments: collaborative learning, encouraging vulnerability, acknowledging growth and loss, asking questions, and balancing challenge and support. We can apply these strategies to encourage
intellectual development.

Collaborative Learning
Collaborative learning creates a sense of community that is critical to student development.83 Mellon found that students often feel isolated, certain that their peers and instructors all learn more easily than them,84 a finding supported by Onwuegbuzie and Jiao’s 2004
study.85 Recognizing that learning is a challenging process for everyone creates the sense
that all learners—including students’ instructors—are growing together, building student
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resilience. This feeling of community is heightened when others recognize individual
students as part of the community, as learners who are developing alongside everyone
else.86 By discussing their own evolutions as students and framing consultations as a time
to learn together, research consultants can foster a sense of belonging.

Encouraging Vulnerability
Learning requires vulnerability, so research consultants must practice empathy in their
interactions with students. Recognizing that students’ emotions are central to their learning, and working to create environments where vulnerability and courage are understood
as important components of education diminishes shame87 and encourages cognitive
development.88 In practice, this often means simply pausing the agenda of the consultation
in order to talk with a stressed out or upset student about how they are feeling. Referrals
to campus counseling and other resources may be appropriate, but often simply letting
students express their academic concerns without judgment offers a sense of relief.

Acknowledging Growth and Loss
Demonstrating empathy is necessary for encouraging vulnerability, and it is also needed
to support students as they develop. Learning from cognitive dissonance and moving
on to more complex knowledge paradigms involves letting go of old ways of thinking.89
Progress comes with grief for old worldviews and the people that students used to be.
Perry implores us to recognize the courage it takes to see the world differently and the
inevitable loss that follows.
Along with grief, a more complex view of the nature of knowledge and authority brings
more responsibility for individuals. When students are active creators of knowledge and
participants in an eternal dialogue, rather than passive recipients of absolute truth, they
must determine what they believe and how they will contribute to the conversation. Perry
recommends acknowledging the bravery such a step takes by simply listening with full
attention.90 As students are challenged to be vulnerable and shift their knowledge paradigms, research consultants can provide support by recognizing the students’ courage
and acknowledging the sense of loss that comes with moving onto more complex understandings of the world.

Asking Questions
Posing thoughtful questions that induce cognitive dissonance can encourage student
development. Students in earlier developmental positions frequently state ideas as fact,
and using Socratic method to prompt evaluation of their opinions and the evidence they
use to support them introduces relativism and may create cognitive dissonance.91 For
example, questions about bias and contradictory views are needed to understand the
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threshold concept of authority is constructed and contextual. Gentle questioning can
expand students’ perspectives.
Research consultants need to be patient and respectful during these conversations. Silence
can be uncomfortable, and consultants, feeling the pressure, often further prompt students
or fill the quiet with their own thoughts. A better response is letting the silence hang so
students have time to think and summon the courage to speak their thoughts aloud, then
mirroring students’ words back to them to check for understanding.92 Perry found that, if
prompted too much, students feel pressure to deliver the answer the questioner is looking
for, even if it means pretending to hold a more advanced knowledge paradigm.93 Instead,
research consultants should provide space, listen to students, and meet them where they
are developmentally.

Balancing Challenge and Support
Experiencing cognitive dissonance is uncomfortable, and students need additional
support to tolerate the discomfort without isolating themselves from the experience or
regressing to earlier developmental positions.94 Nevitt Sanford’s Theory of Challenge and
Support explains that students become overwhelmed with too much challenge, and too
much support inhibits learning.95 Palmer describes this balance that must be achieved to
create a supportive learning environment:
A learning space must have features that help students deal with the
dangers of an educational expedition: places to rest, places to find nourishment, even places to seek shelter when one feels overexposed. But if
that expedition is to take us somewhere, the space must also be charged.
If students are to learn at the deepest levels, they must not feel so safe
that they fall asleep: they need to feel the risks inherent in pursuing the
deep things of the world or of the soul. No special effects are required to
create this charge—it comes with the territory. We only need fence the
space, fill it with topics of significance, and refuse to let anyone evade
or trivialize them.96

The challenges and supports that students require shift as they grow, so research consultants must remain attentive and continually adjust their approach to support student
needs.
How much support or challenge students need depends on their security in their current
developmental positions. Perry found that students can choose whether to move on to
new knowledge paradigms or retreat in alternatives to growth. The more support students
experience, the safer they feel in trying out more complex worldviews, and the more likely
they are to grow intellectually. If students have just reached a new developmental position,
they are unlikely to be ready to move on, so it is important to determine students’ receptivity to new knowledge paradigms before inducing cognitive dissonance.97 For example,
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if a student has just moved from seeing the world in black and white to recognizing a
variety of legitimate perspectives, prodding too much about who is considered an authority in a particular discipline may overwhelm the student. That conversation would be
more appropriate for a student who seems comfortable with contradicting ideas. Research
consultants are skilled at understanding tone and body language, and the same principles
apply to these determinations.

CONCLUSION
Helping students learn to navigate the overwhelming amount of information they are
confronted with in college is a central goal of research consultant programs and academic
libraries more broadly. Determining what has value, considering whose voices are being
promoted and whose are missing, and understanding scholarship as a conversation require
an advanced understanding of the nature of knowledge, learned in the hard-won late
stages of intellectual development. To get there, such development needs careful tending
so it is not halted by shame. By creating safe and exploratory learning environments,
research consultants can encourage students to be brave and try on new ways of seeing
the world.
Teaching these strategies to research consultants is a worthwhile endeavor. Perry found
that “the Position at which a student was rated as a freshman was not predictive of the
Position at which he would be rated in his senior year,” indicating that supportive learning
environments may have tremendous impact on student intellectual development.98 With
empathy, curiosity, and a balance of challenge and support, research consultants can create
the conditions that students need to grow.
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